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All physicians encounter persons and families who are suffering. It comes in many forms: loss of function, loss of family members, a frightening diagnoses, pain, depression, turmoil, and even simply the need to reschedule their busy lives.
How can we address this suffering? We have medications, referrals, social workers, and nurses. But on a more personal level, is there something that we can say, write, or share with the person or family member who is suffering?
After thirty years in family medicine, and after processing a CMA Annual Meeting that was dedicated to the Christian meaning of suffering, I have found an approach to my patients that other providers may find helpful. This is not to be easily shared glibly and it may not be easily crafted to a group or an entire family. But when we are entering into a stage of reflection with a patient on his or her illness or death of a family member, we as physicians have an important opportunity to help the grieving or suffering person to put that suffering into an honest, meaningful, spiritual, and even healing perspective.
For me, this has usually occurred in a quiet exam room with a family member of a a patient. I knew that this family member had sacrificed much to care for the patient I am treating. The opportunity might also arise during a home visit, a nursing home encounter, or even in the back of the church after a Mass or funeral.
Below, I offer a letter that I wrote to a former patient, a mother of seven who, at age forty-eight, had bilateral mastectomy for two primary breast cancers. She reached out to me: we are fellow Catholics, patient and physician, and friends.
After writing the letter, I realized that it could be helpful to other patients. I adjusted the letter and sent it on to them. To date, it has elicited both immense praise and appreciation. I wondered whether other Catholic physicians could make use of this, in the form of a template, for certain selected patients, now or in the future, within their busy practices.
Here is what I wrote to this mother, friend, and patient. I hope that you find it useful as well.
Dear_______ I am not privy to all that you are enduring, but regarding your recent illness (or "your family's recent difficulties"), I would like to offer this reflection:
The anxiety, pain, sacrifices, time away from family, fatigue, stress, and (here add a specific detail regarding this patient-e.g., a specific form of suffering, or two, that this individual is enduring) are all important forms of suffering. We see so much suffering all around us. And yet, some people seem to be able to put their suffering into a special perspective.
How do they do that? Certainly, it helps if part or all of one's suffering and sacrifices involve caring for an ill family member because, then, these efforts are doing good at the same time that they are a form of suffering.
But when the suffering is entirely within our body and soul, how can we endure that? Or how can we turn that into something good, valuable, or even precious?
The answer is discussed here in the Apostolic Letter Salvific Dolores: In bringing about the Redemption through suffering, Christ has also raised human suffering to the level of the Redemption. Thus each man, in his suffering, can also become a sharer in the redemptive suffering of Christ.
With this understanding, our suffering-physical, spiritual, and familial-and losses, all become as if a prayer, a very deep and rich prayer, one which connects us to God, and brings God's continuous presence to the forefront-but also becomes a very precious and personal form of gift and supplication.
When Saint JPII was shot, he offered his suffering for the conversion of Russia from communism. And today Russia is no longer communist.
Thus, I encourage my patients to gather up all of their sufferings, in all its forms-past, present, and future sufferings-and imagine putting them into a special box, and wrapping it with beautiful wrapping paper, and the most spectacular bow, and prayerfully imagine placing this tremendous gift at the foot of His cross, and saying "please accept this as Thanksgiving for what you have done for us, and for the benefit of. . . . "
All of those sufferings . . . imagine how powerful that box, that gift, and that prayer becomes . . . Past, present, and future sufferings . . . gathered, packaged, and donated for those precious causes.
Then, and only then, we can say, with stalwart conviction, "Bring it on. I am ready for you. God knows what I can handle. And I will gift it right back to Him . . . " May God bless our service to others and, through our service to others, to Him, for he has said, "And the king will say to them in reply, 'Amen, I say to you, whatever you did for one of these least brothers of mine, you did for me.'" 2 In that way, and knowing that God is outside of time, it is as if we are standing there on the road to Gethsemane, at the very time of His passion, ministering to Him and comforting Him, as well as comforting our patients at the same moment.
Isn't it amazing what our faith can help us to understand?
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